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UM HISTORIAN STUDIES DIPLOMATIC IMMUNITY, IMPUNITY 
MISSOULA -
The current furor over a high-ranking diplomat’s involvement in the traffic death of a 
teenager in Washington, D .C ., illustrates age-old problems with diplomatic immunity, according to 
a University of Montana historian who recently completed a book on the evolution of diplomatic 
immunity from primitive times to the present.
"Immunity was not accorded to give people impunity, but that’s what it has become," said 
Linda Frey. It is unlikely the Republic of Georgia will waive immunity in the case of its embassy 
official, she said, noting that such waivers are extremely rare in the history of immunity.
Frey and her identical twin sister (and Kansas State University history professor), Marsha, 
have spent years studying the past and practice of diplomatic immunity. The result of that study, 
titled "Guarding the Fox," is due out this spring from Ohio State University Press. The book is 
the 10th co-written by the sisters.
Although wildly unpopular, diplomatic immunity persists because it enables nations with 
conflicting interests to interact under the mutual assurance that their envoys will not become 
political pawns, Frey said. A policy that is broad enough to protect envoys from unfair 
harassment also protects them from fair enforcement of the host nation’s laws, she said, so 
international representatives can literally get away with murder.
Much of the controversy surrounding immunity comes from the fact that it extends to many
- more -
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people who are not diplomats, including embassy staff, family members and representatives of 
international commissions dealing with topics as diverse as halibut and tourism, Frey said. In the 
United States alone, she estimated, more than 50,000 people qualify for diplomatic immunity.
Frey is teaching at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point this year, but is home in 
Missoula for the holiday break.
###
Contact: Linda and Marsha Frey will be in Missoula at (406) 251-2000 until Friday, Jan. 10. 
From Jan. 10 until Sunday, Jan. 19, Linda Frey can be reached at her sister’s home in Kansas, 
(913) 539-1279; after the 19th she’ll be back at W'est Point, (914) 938-4274.
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